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On the Public Broadcasting System's "Macneil-Lehrer News Hour" Jan. 8, Assistant Secretary of
State for Inter-American Affairs Elliott Abrams and Senate Foreign Relations Committee head,
Democrat Christopher Dodd were interviewed on several questions relating to US Central America
policy. In response to a question on the new peace initiative presented by Costa Rica Jan. 7 in
Miami, Abrams downplayed its importance. He said, "I'm afraid that there's a little bit of press
hype. We meet with the Central Americans all the time...to review notes, to hear what the Costa
Ricans have in mind." He added that Costa Rica did not have a plan per se, but rather expressed
"fundamental ideas," i.e., that a peace agreement must address security vis-a-vis Nicaragua, and
Nicaraguan internal democracy. Regarding the Contadora peace initiative, Abrams stated that a
"lot of hope" should not be placed in such negotiations "because they haven't succeeded yet." He
claimed that Contadora would not have much chance of succeeding "until the contras start to bite...
[A]s they start to have an impact in Managua, the chances for a successful negotiation rise." Sen.
Dodd said he disagreed with the notion that the contras will have an impact on the government
in Managua. He asserted he encountered no one among heads of state, military chiefs of staff or
other military officials during his 12-day tour of Central America who believed the contras had
any possibility of posing a military threat to the Sandinistas. "So the idea that somehow [a contra
military threat] is going to create a wonderful new environment...is fundamentally flawed." Abrams
agreed the contras were not likely to achieve a military victory over the Sandinistas, but rather could
provoke a "kind of uprising." "After all," he said, "the Sandinistas didn't win a military victory over
Somoza, and Castro didn't win a military victory over Batista...I think that's the kind of thing you
may see in Nicaragua, once the people feel there's hope." After stating that economic problems in
Nicaragua are serious and some Nicaraguans are protesting the same, Dodd said one might argue
if Nicaraguans can demonstrate against economic conditions, the regime is not quite as repressive
as some believe. In five years, said Dodd, the US has spent between $200 and $300 million on the
contra effort. The senator continued by pointing out US official objectives in providing contra aid
are farther from being realized than ever. He mentioned that the "bulk of the contra forces are
still in Honduras, which is posing a serious threat to that country. Democracy in Nicaragua has
deteriorated and there are more Cubans and Soviets in the country than in 1981." "I would hope at
some point we might recognize that this particular policy is not leading us out of the woods, but in
fact, deeper into them," said Dodd. Abrams said he disagreed, arguing that the contras suffered a
major setback in 1984 when Congress cut off funding. "It is certainly true that in the period between
summer 1984 and the last month...the military situation turned against them." He added that the
situation was still negative for the contras, although "it is starting to turn, as they begin to reinfiltrate
into Nicaragua with the new training and equipment that they're getting." According to Dodd, the
Iran-contra funding scandal will only add to misgivings in Congress about continuing contra aid. He
said, "It's a question of whether or not, at a time when we've got a $200 billion deficit, you're going
to belly up and vote for $105 million" for the contras.
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